The Chinese are all right now. On the whole the mainstream population is quite relaxed about the Chinese presence in their midst. That of course was not the case for the 100 years to the end of WWII. And so it should come as no surprise that now and again old scars will resurface. Yet the Chinese have metamorphosed in the psyche of mainstream Australia: honorary whites like Li Cunxin, lionized professionals like Victor Chang, are neon-lit signs of this change. All the same, as a huayi (overseas Chinese) immigrant, my observations over the last 50 years have compelled me to conclude that there is one last gate for the present-day Chinese to walk through, and that it is time for the remaining rearguards of White Australia to consciously remove themselves from that gate.
I can't help feeling that the dark side of Lambing Flat has been whited out, in the rush to refashion the memory of the early Chinese in the souls of white Australia. It must have been still too raw for many white Australians to acknowledge that dark shadow of our nation's birth, as there had been no wake for the midnight burial of White Australia, no memorial service for its passing. … No doubt it is much easier for the uncleansed soul to just 'move on' instead.
The gardens are beautiful, oasised in the wilderness that has now reclaimed the desecrated terrain left behind by the early miners and pastoralists: serene, generous in space, and just a little quaint in one respect -a small Chinese pavilion with its loud colours on the top of a rise, reached by a meandering path leading from a stone bridge across a narrow part of the lake.
So here in the outskirts of a country town, the Chinese are honoured for their ongoing contributions to Australia as a Nation. … Why not in Sydney, or Melbourne where the latter-day
Chinese mostly reside? Or is this all for the international tourists? Unlikely… who's gonna come here from overseas? More likely, just a warm story about how we have triumphed over our (unacknowledged) racist birth? ... I could not help thinking to myself.
The Chinese are also honoured for their contribution to the settlement of Young in the 1860s.
This really stirs me up. Whilst this is no doubt true of the intention of the project initiators, however naïve, it is nowhere near the whole truth about the Chinese settlement in Young. At the request of the city elders, some of the Chinese, driven out in the 'Lambing Flat Riot', did come back to Young to restart their businesses and services, after the gold had petered out and Young was fast becoming a ghost town as the white fortune seekers disappeared overnight.
… So they think they have done the right thing by these early Chinese. But do they not see that in so doing they have subliminally laid the grounds for thinking about the Chinese as a useable people -when they are needed, that is! After all, they were treated badly in those early days, sometimes violently when the stakes were high, if they happened to be an obstacle to the White man's intentions or a thorn on the side of his God-given rights.
I enjoyed the gardens. On the way back to the town, the taxi driver pointed out a sign on the roadside where the Riot Act was read out to the white mob on 14 July 1861. We stopped at the Museum. Two volunteer ladies, well past their three scores and ten, greeted us warmly. The Roll Up banner that headed that violent eviction of the 2000 Chinese miners on 30 June 1861 was prominently displayed near the entrance. Many more artifacts from that inglorious episode were on show, curated better than small town museums I had seen elsewhere in NSW and Queensland. ********** Some 18 months earlier I had attended a Federal Government funded four day workshop on Chinese Australian Cultural Heritage. The workshop was intended to rejuvenate a project that had lain in the doldrums for some years. It turned out to be largely a show and tell, with no expressed direction or vision. Just do it. Anything with a Chinese connection would do -a headstone somewhere, a collection of porcelain taken from a vanished Joss House -the list went on. And there was half a day in a computer lab to showcase computer software that one could upload one's heritage projects onto.
On the first day of the workshop one government officer rolled out a substantial project they had undertaken, in connection with the Lambing Flat 'Riot' and mentioned in a throwaway manner something about opium smoking. My ears burned. … How could a public servant be so sloppy historically, and so immature culturally when we are supposed to have moved on from the stereotypical images of john chinaman, infused into the mindscape of white Australia until the 1970s?... And before I could manage to refine my thoughts I had blurted out, rather bluntly, that if opium was to be mentioned then something ought to be said about how the Chinese got addicted to opium, en masse. The white career-multiculturalist was a little rattled, but (the late) Henry Chan, sitting in the Chair, piped up: 'You are a bit out of date, …! I've recently read two books on opium-smoking in China. In fact it is a custom, amongst Chinese gentlemen, that they retire after dinner and have a pipe or two, long before the Opium War.' I was aghast and Panda exhibition some years earlier, was erected -the beginnings of a Chinese Garden.
By the end of the year the Chinese Embassy in Canberra had donated the proceeds from the sale of Chinese ceramic and craft items it had provided to an exhibition at the Burrangong Gallery in Young.
On Australia Day the following year, 1993, the Federal government gave $75000 for the project, in response to a deputation led by the prime mover of the project, Rotarian Leo Callinan. I can imagine that in some of the many meetings, the project might even have been touted as a 'win-win-win' situation: the public gets a beautified (and exotic) sanctuary; the Chinese, both the early sojourners at Lambing Flat and the latter-day settlers in the cities, get recognition for their contributions; and the Young Shire Council would gain international stature, and receive a shot in its arm -its tourism arm.
And as a nation we could imagine that we have redeemed ourselves in the eyes of the world. We have provided an antidote to Pauline Hanson's spectacularly successful re-launch of the Yellow Peril, just two decades after the surreptitious interment of White Australia.
Yet I can't help feeling that there is a loser -history. The project whited out the dark side of Lambing Flat's early history, and infused it with a latter day gin and tonic, garnished with sinophiliac peelings -the warmed up remains of chinoiserie, a benign aspect of the orientalism of old.
… I can no more let that sleeping dog lie than see a neighbour's house being burnt down,
without raising an alarm. 
I cannot.
The gardens are a sanctuary: the tranquility of the lake, the multitudinous choir of plants native to China, standing at the fringes of the lake and spreading up and down the mounds and alleys which take one to the high point of the sanctuary, the small Chinese pavilion, from where one would see the miniature waterfall from under one's eyes, and follow the mediated torrents prancing their playful ways down the choreographed rocks, only to be expired by the immensity of the vast imperturbable lake.
Above the water and below the clouds, the murmur of the torrents, the smell of the plants, the call of the birds … there always to set free every fibre in our laboured bodies. Close your eyes, and spirit yourself temporarily into Omar Khayyam's paradise enow! Do I have the right to spoil it all for all those well-intentioned people, rotarians, shire elders, champions of multiculturalism, born-again john chinamans, by pointing out their collective failure in keeping faith with history, and in upholding the moral integrity of public monuments? The Chinese Tribute Garden is a striking example of why we need to move on: it started with the best of intentions through (unenlightened) white eyes; got mediated by the political dictates of the time; and ended up with cameos played by Chinese actors, hand-picked from amongst the present day born-again john chinamans, frolicking excitedly in the multicultural landscape which we have been dreaming about since the 1970s -with much singing and dancing, but with little of lighting up the past in order to light up the present. ****************** The trials of the early Chinese provide but a platform upon which the born-again john chinaman launches his ascent into the multicultural realms -seduced in part by the ubiquitous multicultural awards, the OAM or the Centenary Medal for contribution to Chinese-Australian affairs (having been, say, the de facto president for life for a Chinese-something organization, or having collected money from latter-day business immigrants for this hospital or that flood), an AM for contribution to international relations, (being the female attaché to a corporate venture in China spearheaded by white Australian males needing a native speaker as the cultural gobetween.) … The list goes on. And there are seats on this advisory council or that, a useful addition to one's business card when doing business in one's native land in Asia, and well-paid sinecures on boards of government owned corporations where the token chinaman fits in decoratively with the 'equal access' refrain from the government's multicultural song sheets.
… Come to think of it, it's a million times better than what they did to the three hundred odd
Little wonder that there are some 300 Chinese organizations in Sydney today and 200 in Melbourne. *************** The born-again john chinaman hails from a diverse background, but there is one distinguishing feature about him. Until the advent of multiculturalism he had had little consciousness of or yearning to proclaim his Chinese heritage. But since then it has taken hold of him like an addiction. The native born-again john chinaman who hails from amongst the descendants of the early Chinese, is almost certain to have lost, most if not entirely, his Chinese heritage quite some time ago, apart from his facial features if that should happen to be the case, as his forebears had almost without exception deliberately not passed on any aspect of their Chinese heritage -to give him the best start in life, such being the tyranny of White Australia; on the other hand, the immigrant born-again john chinaman, those who have immigrated during the 'multicultural' era since the 1970s, from all over Asia, is one who has suddenly realized the potential of an asset he has inherited -the Chinese-Australian brand, a commodity that can be floated on the multicultural stock exchange to his social, political, and financial advantage.
Doing the 'right' thing, to gain acceptance from the White powers that be, is second nature to the native born-again john chinaman; and as for the immigrant latter-day born-again john chinaman, exploiting his new-found Chinese-Australian brand is not unnatural -trying to find a foot-hold in an unfamiliar and not entirely fathomable social setting can and does compromise one's sense of self.
But why do the powers that be allow this state of affairs to flourish, indeed encourage it to take on the sheen of the golden mean for racial harmony, and to persist in rewarding those chinamans who do the 'right' thing in the choreographed multicultural landscape?
John Chinaman of course has loomed large, time and again, in the mindscape of Australia, since the mid 1800s. He was an object of ridicule, fear, and hatred: in cartoons, in poems and widely propagated ditties, in newspaper articles, and in books, until the battle against him was decisively won at Federation. No more chinaman could come in, no more naturalization for him: he would simply fade away, and Australia would be white. Tampa elections (Kendall 2005) . The Tampa was a god-send. Its load of middle eastern asylum seekers, rescued from a sinking boat, was perfect for a new refrain on being swamped by aliens with incompatible culture and foreign contagions, this time that of terrorism.
Race is still an issue, lurking about 35 years after the planting of our multicultural garden.
And John Marsden's popularity with young Australian readers in his Tomorrow series, sequeled by the trilogy, The Ellie Chronicles, would portend that 'white Australia being invaded by Asians' can still be relied upon as a formula for stirring up the subliminal anxiety in our nation's psyche, even amongst the adolescent: the scenario of a (unacknowledged invading) white population, still comparatively small, fearful of being invaded in turn by the teeming Asians across our waters, two centuries on, when the adolescent Ellie, the heroine in Marsden's Tomorrow series, had transmogrified to become the true daughter of native Australia, thus subliminally whiting out the indigenous people from our present mindscape, as if the cherished destiny of the blacks has come, finally, into effect (Ross 2006 ). ******************
起来！不愿作 奴隶的人 们。
Arise! Ye who refuse to be slaves! The circumstances in China in 1934
were dire, unimaginable to any of us today, when the poet and playwright Tian Han wrote that opening line to the March of the Volunteers which was to become the Chinese National Anthem, at various times, since. Yet, his call to rise up to become free, in spirit, at least, rings a bell for me, even in today's Australia.
In 1996, in the wake of Pauline Hanson's explosion into our national life, a young, up and coming politician came to the Queensland Chinese Forum and told the assembled Chinese community leaders that we the Chinese could not fight this battle on our own. We needed them, the white Australians, to do it on our behalf. His close associate, a consultant, would come up soon after with a 40 month community based campaign to present a positive image of multicultural Australia, right up to the Sydney Olympics. 'We will show the world!' The Chinese in Queensland just have to put up the money for a Secretariat, the consultant's fees plus his expenses, and the running costs of the entire campaign. Meanwhile the young politician told us that it would be good if the Chinese and Vietnamese could organize weekend trips to Nambour, the heart of Pauline Hanson's support base, to provide free medical, dental, and other services to the people there … It seems that at the centenary of the Chinese being legislated into the status of tolerated aliens who would fade away in due course, we are still a people to be talked about and written about by the Other.
When will the Chinese find their voice?
And just last year, a first time ( At the following meeting it soon became clear that everything had been sewn up. In short order an official launch for the project was decided in the form of a Chinese banquet to which the usual 'Chinese community leaders' can be expected to find the Chinese to fill the tables. A letter is to be sent the very next day by the MP to his colleagues, the relevant Federal Ministers, to see if one or more of them could come to Brisbane to officiate at that gala evening. The meeting was all over in an hour, but not before the Chinese community leader held out his hand for funds from the targeted visiting Minister, through the MP of course.
The minutes of the meeting came out shortly after, but they make no record of my suggestion that we could consider the example of the memorial to Chinese Canadians in Vancouver. It honoured not just the soldier but also the railway builder. The memorial was in front of the Chinese Cultural Centre which amongst other things houses the Chinese Canadian War Museum.
The scale is of course far too big for us, but the concept might be apt. We could for instance have a memorial to the early Chinese as a whole. They were dominant in the commercialization of the banana industry in North Queensland for a few decades after the 1880s; the Chinese market gardeners at Breakfast Creek supplied almost exclusively all the fresh produce for Brisbane by 1888; and there was also Charles Lee, a Queenslander who was sent to our embassy in
Chungking during the War. And if we build the memorial in the ever expanding restaurant, shopping, and business centre, clustered around an intersection in the electorate, it would serve its stated purpose of educating the broader community so much better, and on a daily basis. Besides, the subject matter then would be much more amenable to the telling of the history about the early Chinese, in schools and on the internet. By contrast Billy Sing went downhill soon after he got back from the war, died alone in his room in a Brisbane boarding house in 1943 at 57, and never had a family. His Scottish wife, whom he married during a four week leave whilst stationed in England, never arrived in Australia, despite instructions to our man in London to have her 'repatriated' expeditiously, after the War. There was 5 shillings in his pocket, and not The Chinese in the steering committee were largely from one group ardently supportive of the idea. As is culturally pre-determined few of the less-than-a-handful of the other Chinese also there, could be expected 'not to do the wrong thing' -by questioning the rationale of the whole idea, when it was just about all sewn up and dusted. What is there to gain from such a fool-hardy move? Better to bide one's own time, eh! And there was no-one from the Taiwanese, the PRC, However John Chinaman is no longer the object of ridicule, fear or hatred. He has had a makeover, with the best of aussie cosmetic surgery: respect, exoticness, and a 'rich cultural heritage' bestowed upon him in public ceremonies staged at appointed times, featuring him as a leading dancer in our multicultural song and dance troupes.
The born-again john chinaman ventriloquises for the white powers that be, avowing that the The fairy tale might have ended after we left the cinema, but subconsciously we may feel that we have finally moved on in Australia. Race is not an issue any more, and perhaps ChineseAustralians could even play a part in the warming up of bilateral relations with China -that benign panda in the economic scenarios of Australia 2020 and beyond.
Li Cunxin may well be remembered one day as the Quong Tart of the 21st century -a latter-day Chinese-Australian whose personal status transcends the unflattering images that had plagued the john chinaman who came before him but did not make it to the honorary white echelon.
He is not the only one who has made it though. There is, for instance, Victor Chang, the immigrant Chinese, our acclaimed heart surgeon; or Penny Wong, our world striding cabinet minister, who came here at eight, portrayed unmistakably in the media as Chinese or Asian, despite bearing at 50% the Irish genes of her Australian-born mother; or Cathy Freeman, our black Olympic Gold Medalist, native born and bred for eons, whose Chinese ancestry somehow remains unremarkable, uncelebrated. Ellie, the made-to-be true daughter of Australia, would say about this little episode.
On the whole the Chinese are all right now, unlike the hapless latter day Muslims. Nevertheless, the Lambing Flat Chinese Tribute Gardens, the mediated Chinese voice through (untutored) white mindsets in this historical publication or that academic discourse, the commodification of the chinese-australian identity in the multicultural stock exchange, the exoticisation of all things Chinese in our tourism, cultural, and academic undertakings, the hand-feeding of the born-again john chinamans to become dummies for the ventriloquist white powers that be, all furnish reasons enough for me to want us all to Move on, Move on, ON!
